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Introduction 
This volume grew out of the third instalment of the St Andrews Graduate 
Conference for Biblical and Early Christian Studies, “Sacred Texts in their 
Socio-Political Contexts,” organised as a seminar within the International 
Meeting of the Society of Biblical Literature, 7–11 July 2013 at St An-
drews. 
The conference had four sections – Old Testament/Hebrew Bible, New 
Testament, Pseudepigrapha & the Dead Sea Scrolls, and Early Christianity 
– and the main aim was to explore various instances of theopolitical vi-
sions of authoritative texts in these areas, and as such to offer a broader 
perspective on the same topos, “sacred texts in their context.” This is pre-
cisely what this volume has to offer; instead of a narrow exploration of the 
“political intent” of a singular text or group of texts, our volume contains 
the treatment of a wide range of texts, out of different corpora, with their 
discrete contexts. Their juxtaposition, as well as that of the respective 
scholarly approaches of the essays, is meant to offer fresh insights on the 
matter. 
A further point of convergence presented itself in the papers selected for 
publication; each of the essays in our collection addresses the issue of op-
pressive imperial ideology and the extent to which the authors of sacred 
texts engaged their political contexts. Apart from the first two entries, 
eight contributions specifically present reactions to the Roman Empire. 
Our first two essays, by Loren T. Stuckenbruck and Amanda M. Davis 
Bledsoe, are the only two that do not work with texts situated in the Ro-
man era. However, their essays address the same issues of imperial ideol-
ogy and so provide fitting contributions to the overall focus of the volume. 
Their essays are also complementary in providing a unique angle on sub-
version, particularly the way that conversion was presented toward that 
end. 
At this point a brief overview of the contributions in this volume will be 
offered in order to provide the reader with a summary abstract for each es-
say as well as provide a sense for the coherence of the volume taken to-
gether. 
 
Within the Book of the Watchers (1 En. 6–36), many have noted a socio-
political critique of oppressive hierarchies. In this reading, oppression is 
aligned with the anti-creation forces of evil that are represented in the 
VIII Table of Contents 
Watchers themselves and in their gigantic offspring. Yet what has not been 
adequately addressed to date is how the anticipation of universal worship 
in 1 En. 10:20–22 relates to this. Loren T. Stuckenbruck addresses this 
question in his essay by analyzing how the expectation of global worship 
fits within both the immediate context of the Book of the Watchers (par-
ticularly chapters 6–11), the broader literary context of 1 Enoch, contem-
porary Jewish traditions, and the Hebrew Bible. Ultimately, Stuckenbruck 
demonstrates that the universal acknowledgment of God is to be read in the 
light of the mythic context of the Watchers as an affirmation of God’s sov-
ereign rule over all creation, including human forces of oppression, even 
though present appearances for the original writers/readers may suggest 
otherwise. 
The book of Daniel contains portraits of two of the most hated figures 
in the collective Jewish memory, Antiochus IV Epiphanes, who rose 
against the Jews of Jerusalem in the second century B.C.E., and Nebu-
chadnezzar II, the destroyer of Jerusalem and the first Jewish Temple in 
586 B.C.E. Often Nebuchadnezzar, who features prominently in the stories 
of the first half of the book, is viewed as a prefiguration of Antiochus, the 
main figure in the visions of the second half of the book. Amanda M. 
Davis Bledsoe contends, however, that by reading the depictions of these 
two kings side by side we are left with a surprising contrast. She proposes 
that the author(s) of the book of Daniel reshaped the earlier Danielic stor-
ies concerning King Nebuchadnezzar to depict him as a greatly rehabili-
tated servant of God in order to provide a foil for Antiochus, the ultimate 
evil of the author’s own day, who has no redeeming qualities and sets him-
self in constant opposition to God. She further argues that in intentionally 
juxtaposing these two figures the author of Daniel offers a critique of 
Seleucid hegemony and presents a powerful counter-discourse to imperial 
ideology. 
The rest of the volume focuses on various responses to Roman imperial 
hegemony. As a fitting start to analyzing such reactions to Rome, Nadav 
Sharon’s essay examines the possible relationship between opposition to 
the Hasmoneans in Judea and the reaction to Roman domination as ex-
pressed in two contemporary literary corpora from Judea: the Psalms of 
Solomon and the Dead Sea Scrolls. It is often assumed that the Hasmone-
ans were widely rejected in Judea. Therefore, it is possible to presume, as 
some scholars did, that the Romans, who ousted the Hasmoneans, would 
have been favorably or at least neutrally received. However, while there is 
a lack of contemporary evidence of widespread rejection of the Hasmone-
ans, the first decades of Roman domination over Judea were a period of 
constant unrest and rebellion that appear to have been mostly anti-Roman. 
Yet, both the Dead Sea Scrolls and the Psalms of Solomon are often 
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viewed as significant exempla of opposition to the Hasmonean dynasty, 
and at least the former is often viewed as initially accepting of Roman rule. 
However, whereas the Dead Sea sect indeed opposed the Hasmoneans, the 
Psalms of Solomon indicates no such opposition during the Hasmonean 
period, but rather recognition in hindsight of the sinfulness of the Has-
moneans. Despite this crucial difference, Sharon’s examination of both 
corpora reveals that they have a similar view of the Romans; they are 
God’s agents to punish his sinful people, but, nevertheless, their rule is re-
jected, they are deeply hated, and their immediate downfall is hoped for 
and expected. Therefore, Sharon demonstrates that equation of Hasmonean 
rejection with Roman acceptance cannot be sustained on either side, and 
the literary evidence appears to support the historical picture of a hostile 
Judean reaction to Roman domination. 
The next set of essays pertains to texts from the New Testament. The 
first two by Matthew V. Novenson and Christoph Heilig address the same 
question – did the early Christians have an anti-imperial message? – and 
conclude with different answers. Novenson addresses this question with a 
broader focus on the New Testament and the early apostles more generally, 
whereas Heilig focuses particularly on the letters of Paul.  
Arnaldo Momigliano famously explained Josephus’s silence about the 
synagogue and about apocalyptic movements under the rubric “what Jo-
sephus did not see.” In his essay, Matthew V. Novenson suggests an an-
alogous explanation for the near silence of the New Testament writers 
about the Roman Empire. Of course, Novenson is careful to note that the 
Roman Empire imposed itself strongly upon the lives of its provincial sub-
jects, but it did so especially through the medium of government by in-
digenous elites (city councils, client kings, and so on). The local face of 
Roman rule was a familiar face. If the apostolic sect were inclined to view 
their opponents through an apocalyptic lens as undifferentiated “rulers of 
this age,” the structure of Roman provincial administration could easily 
reinforce such an understanding. The exception that proves the rule is John 
of Patmos, who singles out Rome as an enemy because he has been singled 
out by Rome as an enemy. But most first-century Christian texts, although 
their Christology implies an anti-Roman posture (“If Jesus is lord, then 
Caesar is not”), do not actually draw this implication. For both ideological 
and social reasons, Novenson concludes that the apostles simply did not 
see the Roman Empire. 
The other side of the spectrum can be found in the essay by Christoph 
Heilig. The debate regarding Paul’s use of subversive sub-texts to criticize 
the imperial ideology of Rome has caused quite a bit of controversy within 
New Testament scholarship. Some of those who favor the position that 
Paul was intentionally and creatively reacting to the Empire’s grandiose 
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claims about itself have proposed a methodology of discerning “echoes” of 
imperial criticism, borrowing the work of Richard Hays. In Heilig’s essay, 
he re-evaluates the legitimacy of this methodology in the light of Bayes’s 
theorem. His conclusion is that a more robust and systematic approach is 
needed, one that considers the discourse context, the availability of Roman 
propaganda in a first-century Roman context, and Paul’s personality. 
Heilig’s contribution is the offering of this new methodology that subjects 
all claims to sub-text criticism, or “echoes,” to more pertinent scrutiny 
than Hays’s seven criteria. This approach enables Heilig to counter some 
of John Barclay’s arguments that critiquing Rome was less of an interest 
for Paul. Accordingly, he concludes that the general background plausi-
bility of the subtext-hypothesis can be defended, at least in a modified 
form. 
The next two essays round out the discussion on the New Testament. 
The first addresses the criticism of individual rulers more directly, whereas 
the second focuses on various customs and social structures within the 
Empire. The political agenda of the book of Acts, and Luke-Acts as a 
whole, has been the subject of much debate. Scholars have proposed a 
variety of perspectives that include political detachment, apologetic for 
early Christian civility, and implicit or explicit subversion of Roman 
power. Centered within this debate, Alexander P. Thompson addresses the 
depiction of the death of Herod Agrippa I in Acts 12:20–23 as an inten-
tional political critique that arises from the narrative role of Herod as an 
opponent of Jesus throughout Luke-Acts. This political subversion is par-
ticularly seen in the contrast between the gruesome death of Herod and the 
imperishable resurrection of Jesus. Such a powerful foil suggests other 
avenues for discussing the political perspective of Luke-Acts.  
In a recent paper on 1 Peter, David Horrell has argued that the long-
running “Balch–Elliott debate” regarding the stance the author takes to-
ward the values and ethos of his readers’ pagan social environment needs 
to be focused more deliberately on the particularities of the imperial con-
text and the shape that it gave to the power-structures within which the let-
ter’s readers were required to relate to their social environment. In this ar-
ticle, David I. Starling argues that another crucial particularity of the text 
that needs to be taken into account is the tradition of understanding within 
which the author encourages his readers to interpret that imperial power 
and their relation to it. With those two considerations in mind, this chapter 
examines the ways in which the author’s use of OT traditions contributes 
to the stance that he urges his readers to take toward the imperial dynamics 
of fear, patronage, and honor that shaped their socio-political context, con-
cluding that both the socially “conformist” and the socially “resistant” di-
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mensions of the letter’s injunctions are expressed in terms of scriptural 
categories and grounded in scriptural patterns of judgment. 
As early Christianity emerged, did Christians maintain the same level of 
discourse vis-à-vis the Roman Empire? The next two essays address this 
question in their own way. The relationship between Jesus’s preaching of 
the Kingdom of God and his miracles is attested in the Synoptic Gospels 
(Matt 4:23; 9:35; 10:7–8; 11:2–6; Luke 9:2; 10:9). However, this correla-
tion is not strongly upheld into the second century. The following essay by 
Brandon Walker traces the development of the decline of correlation in the 
Kingdom of God language as it relates to miracles in the first to second 
centuries. Through comparing Jesus’s statement relating the Kingdom and 
exorcism in the Beelzebul controversy with second-century apologists and 
popular literature such as the Acts of Peter and the Acts of Paul, which all 
contain miracle accounts, this distancing is most noticeable. After survey-
ing these relevant sources from the first and second centuries, Walker of-
fers several explanations for this separation. First, the waning of allusion 
to the Kingdom and miracles in the second century is probably a result of 
the novelty of the early Jesus movement wearing off and other issues tak-
ing precedent. Second, it is possible that the acceptance of the Gentiles 
into the church caused a reorientation in language and theopolitical imagi-
nation. Finally, in an effort not to be perceived as politically subversive in 
a time of shifting Jewish-Roman political tensions, the memory of the con-
nection between Kingdom and deeds of power would likewise have 
changed. 
As well, in the development of early Christianity, martyrdom theology 
became a dominant feature. Naturally, those who idealized martyrs would 
have a different set of values than the Roman Empire. In Candida R. 
Moss’s essay she explores three texts in particular – the Acts of Justin, the 
Acts of the Scillitan Martyrs, and the Letter of the Churches of Lyons and 
Vienne – and addresses the critique of Roman hegemony and ideology 
within these writings, particularly by showing how typically Roman ideals, 
such as masculinity, were assigned to the Christians martyrs whereas the 
Romans were portrayed with a dearth of these qualities. 
The final essay in our volume addresses the question of Empire within 
the development of rabbinic theology. As scholars have addressed, for the 
Jews of the classical rabbinic corpora, the conflict with Rome was pro-
nounced, especially as the Roman Empire came to appropriate Christianity. 
Yet Bernie Hodkin has provided a re-examination of the rabbinic evidence 
for Roman resistance, and has argued that the rabbinic source material 
does not reflect a uniform disposition to Rome, but that unique outlooks 
can be discerned according to provenance. Particularly, rabbis in Sassanian 
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Persia often reformulated Palestinian sources in order to reflect a different 
outlook on the Roman Empire. 
 
Finally, the editors would like to thank everyone who participated in the 
conference, both the presenters who offered stimulating papers as well as 
those who attended and engaged our speakers with perceptive questions. 
We would like to give special thanks to our four keynote speakers – 
Nathan MacDonald, Loren Stuckenbruck, Matthew Novenson, and Can-
dida Moss – for offering papers at the conference and for their assistance 
in putting together this volume. We are very grateful for the endorsement 
of Jörg Frey to move this volume forward for publication, and for all the 
help we received from the wonderful team at Mohr Siebeck, including Ka-
tharina Stichling, Henning Ziebritzki, and Matthias Spitzner. We would 
also like to thank Kristin De Troyer and Elizabeth Tracy; the conference 
would not have been possible without their prompt help. 
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